The effects of olfactory experience on nest odor preferences and pup retrieval in rats.
Previous studies have shown that maternal rats are attracted to their own bedding and that of other dams but not to that of virgins. The present studies were designed to test two hypotheses: First, that the addition of a novel botanical odor to the bedding of maternal animals would result in subsequent preferences for such an odor. Second, such a preference should enable dams to discriminate between pups odorized with familiar and unfamiliar odors as measured by differential retrieval of the pups. Both hypotheses were confirmed. In addition, we found that preferences established during a first pregnancy and lactation affected the retrieval of pups during a second lactational period, but could be overturned by new olfactory experience during that second lactational period.